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PROLOGUE 


We’re led to believe that an apocalypse will happen all at once. Cinema, graphic novels, even 
the Bible presents us with the “rapture” narrative whereby suddenly, wave after wave of evil and 
decay will instantly wash over civilization until civilization itself is washed away into the sea, as 
though it was nothing but sandcastles built by children. 

At least in the Biblical version, the good people are snatched up by God and taken somewhere 
better while all the evil people are left to duke it out on good old earth. In our version, the good 
people are all gone too, but not to a better place. All the kind, helpful, benevolent souls were either 
enslaved or decapitated by those with a more practical disposition. 

But here we are, with a family who have managed to secure their most valued possessions; 
some food, water, weapons, a car and other previously common items that had since become 
commodities in their world. What is most surprising about this bunch, however, is just how trusting 
they are and not just of my brother and me. To be sure, people still travel in groups of course, it is 
still safer, but these groups are made of people that were interchangeable. People who were 
regularly deserted and betrayed as the need arose. 

In contrast to the prevailing norm, these benevolent fools are actually a legitimate family. There 
is a mother who is kind, wholesome and charitable, a father who is stern and loving, a pair of girls 
no older than fifteen but no younger than eleven with names which I don’t care to remember, and 
a dog. 

A nuclear family is a rare find these days. Mothers often abandon their children to forge unions 
with powerful leaders not interested in taking on liabilities like children. Fathers trade daughters 
for supplies, that is, if they don’t make use of girls themselves. Brothers and sisters betray and 
even murder one another for morsels of food or some other scraps. No, the family unit is a relic of 
a time long since passed. 


CHAPTER 1 

DOG MEAT 


The ‘heaps’ were what were previously known as junk or scrapyards which had come to grow 
so large that one could get lost and never be seen again. Navigating a heap was impossible without 
the aid of a Heap Shark or talented poachers, like me and my brother. 

The Heap Sharks were eunuchs who were raised in the scrapyards by previous generations of 
Heap Sharks with the sole purpose of serving the Heap Lords. In their world, heaps contained all 
sorts of valuable goods which people traded in order to survive and the Heap Lords were the ones 
who owned these gold mines of co mm odities. 

People traded with Heap Lords in order to get their hands on these commodities. Sometimes 
they traded the things most dear to them and on many an occasion they even traded the people 
most dear to them. Children and women were taken into the harems of Heap Lords to live out their 
days as sex slaves and birth children, all while under the watch of senior Heap Sharks. 

Boys and ‘undesirable’ girls were taken deep into the heaps and transformed into Heap Sharks. 
For both boys and girls, the transformation normally entailed some degree of genital mutilation 
with boys being castrated completely and girls undergoing a crude form of clitorectomy. Heap 
Sharks were not meant to be seen as human. They were not meant to love or procreate. They lived 
only to serve, and each generation mindlessly perpetuated the bondage onto the next. 

Some heaps had only one Heap Lord whereas others had several, ranging anywhere from two 
to entire families. Whereas families were rare everywhere else, Heap Lords had enough resources 
and the security to cultivate and rear large families, able to sustain peaceful and even decadent 
living far removed from the violence of the real world. 

The heaps were often split into sections with a senior Heap Shark responsible for each section 
and the troops of Heap Sharks operating within it. The Heap Sharks’ purpose was dual. They 
guarded their section of the heap to the death, and where required acted as guides to those wanting 
to obtain some commodity from the heap. 

My younger brother, Israel, and I were poachers, and we dared to break into the heap mi nes 
and steal commodities to trade independently of the Heap Lords’ monopoly, ft was dangerous 
work, but we were good at it. We knew how to get into the heaps undetected, find what we wanted 
and get out without anybody ever knowing that we had ever been there. 

We discovered quite early on that poaching was ultimately all about caution, timing, 
precision, stealth, speed, patience and above all else discipline. We had raided this heap mine 
several times in the past and as such hadn’t needed to linger within the border city for too long. 

We had spent that day gathering intel for the evening ahead. The evening was not particularly 
windy but windy enough for a quick, light raid. We waited for a little past midnight and then 
made our way to the boundary. 

In our world where civilization had long since washed away, one made do with what one 
could. We covered our faces with whatever material we had been able to find. Israel’s mask was 
a dark cloth he wrapped around his entire head except for his eyes and mine was a dark bandana, 
tied like a surgical mask over my mouth and nose. A ninja and a cowboy. We had only one rope 
between us. 

We waited. A strong gust of wind howled over the horizon and with that I swung the rope 
into the air with one swift movement of my arm so the makeshift grapple at its top end could 
hook onto the wall. As I launched the rope into the air, my brother slowly stepped back a couple 
of yards in order to give me a bit of a run-up. 


What followed was perfectly timed as a result of years of practice. Just as the grapple at the 
end of the rope was about to make contact with the wall, Israel began to run toward the wall and 
at the very second that the hook fixed its teeth onto the top of the menacing wall, my small but 
agile little brother leapt up against it, grabbing onto the rope and began to climb. 

He moved quickly and quietly to the top of the wall like a ninja, with me climbing right 
behind him. It took less than thirty seconds for us to reach the top of the tall, imposing wall. On 
reaching the top, the wind was no longer howling, and the night had again fallen into a deep, 
deadly silence save for the slight racket emanating from one of the taverns in the border town. 

Israel kicked the hook off the wall and lay quietly on the wall to minimize the likelihood of 
being spotted. Having done this hundreds of times before he knew that I too would pull the rest 
of the rope up while also making myself inconspicuous until the moment was right again. I 
repositioned the hook on the wall so that the rope could be thrown down on the inside of the 
wall. After successfully attaching the hook onto the inner rim of the wall, I lay still just as my 
little brother had been doing. 

Timing. We lay atop the narrow boundary wall breathing slowly, counting the moments. 
Waiting. Still. Patient. 

Another bitter gust of wind whistled across the horizon and I dropped the rope so that it hung 
on the inside of the barrier wall. I was better at both launching and setting the rope than Israel 
and there was no room for error, for missing, for the hook banging against the wall and making 
too much noise or falling over and hitting the ground. It all had to be perfect. 

My brother was faster both in climbing up and abseiling down a wall. Before we could even 
think about descending, I checked that he had fastened a black satchel along the top rim of the 
wall. The satchel was crucial. If anything went wrong, it was our “plan B”. Nothing had ever 
gone wrong previously, and we hoped that nothing would go wrong now. We lay, silently 
observing the routine of the Sharks. 

Nothing had changed. The section we were breaking into was one of the smaller sections and 
was overseen by only one senior Shark who was nowhere to be seen. The area, however, was 
patrolled by six Heap Sharks, all walking the exact same sequence over and over. 

We waited four minutes and had seen only two Heap Sharks march by below. We had only 
two minutes to drop down before the next one would pass by. Another haunting blast of wind 
howled along the horizon. This was our cue. 

I dropped the rope and was down in ten seconds, my younger brother following had his feet 
on the ground even quicker. On reaching the ground, I whipped the rope hard so that its teeth 
could lift from the wall and drop with the rest of the rope which Israel caught and rolled up. 

We retreated into the shadows even though the next Heap Shark was only due to pass by in a 
minute or so. The wind had died down again, and one never could be too careful. We had a 
motto, ‘get in quick, retrieve with speed, leave - pay heed!’. 

A few days prior we had come across a man at an outpost in a very dangerous and isolated 
part of the land. The man was looking for a sheet of corrugated iron to finish building a coop for 
chickens. He was planning to breed and sell chickens. Where he would get chickens was 
anybody’s guess as most fowls and chickens had been wiped out a long time ago during the bird 
plague and those which had survived had for the most part become toxic to humans. In fact, bird 
blood had become a much sought-after poison by assassins. 

But we didn’t really care what the old man wanted the corrugated iron for, so long as he 
traded something valuable, that would be fine. I was convinced that the corrugated iron was right 
where we had entered. Our reconnaissance led me to this conclusion, but Israel wasn’t as 



convinced. But I was persistent, and that persistence eventually paid off. Wedged in between a 
tall stack of pieces of industrial sheets of metal and building rubble was a flat fold of corrugated 
iron. 

It was perfect. It was a bit rusty but would still fetch a good trade from the man at the 
outpost. We slowly began to try and free it from where it had been wedged. This proved to be an 
intricate dance of stopping when there was too little cover or when Heap Sharks were 
approaching and pulling and maneuvering the sheet gently enough not to disturb the entire heap 
but with enough force to unhinge it whenever we could. 

We were experts at this dance. We’d done it hundreds of times before. Slowly we worked the 
sheet free and were a pull away from freeing it when we heard a loud bang outside the wall. The 
sound was no ordinary clamor and was loud enough to startle us. 

I pulled at the sheet of metal too hard and my hand slipped along its jagged surface, slicing it 
open in one movement. I squealed as tears filled my eyes. 

My whimper was not too dissimilar to the sound dogs made as they were being slaughtered by 
Heap Sharks for meat. The minute I yelped, my brother and I knew we were in grave danger. 

Israel tore a piece of his shirt to fashion a makeshift dressing for the wound. The shirt was dirty 
and not ideal for dressing a wound, but something had to be wrapped around my hand to stop the 
flow of my blood, for blood meant a trail. Blood meant a scent and a scent meant Heap Sharks. 

That day our luck ran out as my dog-like yelp echoed across the silent night, inevitably getting 
the attention of Heap Sharks, and everyone knew that a Heap Shark’s favorite food was dog meat. 

Our survival now depended on getting out of the heap, quickly, quietly and without a trace. 
Facing a Heap Shark meant death.. .always. 



CHAPTER 2 

FRIENDS OF FREEDOM 


He had never seen himself as a family man. In the old-world, Jacob was a computer 
programmer, back when computers were machines which executed instructions. Jacob’s career in 
computers hadn’t been particularly brilliant though. He’d been involved in artificial intelligence, 
machine learning, the internet and all things cutting edge. But as with any other person born in the 
nineties, he could only gawk and giddily guffaw at the possibilities and convenience of it all. 

When Google announced that it had achieved “quantum supremacy” in October 2019 with a 
54-qubit processor able to perform calculations in 200 seconds that would previously have taken 
the world’s most powerful supercomputer 10,000 years, he felt as though he were witnessing 
Apollo 11 landing on the moon. However, what Jacob failed to realize was that just as the race to 
space that had taken place during the Cold War had had profound consequences on the trajectory 
of history, the race for quantum supremacy would exert an even more profound bearing on the 
future of humankind. 

It wasn’t too long after Google’s breakthrough in quantum supremacy that anxiety set in within 
cybersecurity circles. Some said that with quantum computing “no code would remain 
unbreakable”. They said that “the abilities of quantum computing would ultimately nullify all 
internet encryption systems”. This created an entirely new sub-field in which some security 
specialists tried to pre-empt this consequence of the quantum revolution by creating “quantum- 
resistant algorithms”. Others were more balanced in their attitude about the impact of quantum 
computers on cybersecurity, forecasting that “it would take decades for quantum computers to 
pose a significant threat in this regard...” Jacob found himself in agreement with the latter group 
but wi thi n society a strange group emerged out of a sub-culture of paranoia. This group referred 
to themselves as the “Friends of Freedom”, FF for short, and were one of the main drivers in 
creating paranoia around quantum computing and personal privacy. 

In the beginning they could be seen outside of malls and cafes harmlessly handing out 
pamphlets about the “dangers of quantum computers”, “breaking 2048-bit RSA encryptions within 
eight hours or less”, “Big Brother watching”, “1984 by George Orwell” and other such 
“incendiary” rhetoric. Though the movement was believed to have begun in the US, its true origins 
were uncertain. 

Despite the movement’s bastard origins, it managed to assume some power and its influence 
soon stretched far and wide. Something about the winds of the global nature of the “Fourth 
Industrial Revolution” blew the FF’s influence to all four corners of the earth and soon there were 
paranoid people across the globe, all promulgating FF literature wherever they could. Some even 
became aggressive when the general public refused to join in with their hysteria. There were 
members of the FF- extremists - who began to engage in retrogressive behavior, forming little 
communes where they refused to make use of computers of any sort. Not even mobile phones were 
allowed on their premises. 

For a long time, these co mm unes were largely left to themselves on the fringes of their 
respective societies. This peace, however, was soon broken by the notorious “Miller Incident”. 

A social media starlet and blogger, hungry for more fame and fortune, decided to go where 
nobody had gone before. The social influencer described, step by step, her intentions and plans by 
way of various social platforms. She penetrated FF circles. She attended their meetings, befriended 
them, handed out pamphlets alongside them and was ultimately invited to visit a commune with 
them. She accepted the invitation under the guise of desiring to join. 


Naturally she had no intention of joining. She preferred her power in the palm of her hand, not 
on the back of some ideology. 

When she reached the commune she managed to secretly photograph and record much of the 
happenings on the premises; their military-like training, their food supplies, their stockpiling of all 
sorts of common items including books, the activities their children engaged in and so forth. It 
never occurred to her what would’ve happened if she were caught. In her posts, it almost appeared 
she saw being caught to be an impossibility. But caught she was and what happened next was not 
completely clear, but it appears that they took her to be a spy after finding her secretly filming with 
her mobile phone and she was executed on the spot. 

Later, the claims by the commune leaders were that she was meant to have been escorted off 
the premises without being harmed and that the execution was perpetrated by overzealous 
newcomers who took matters into their own hands. 

Almost immediately after she had stopped broadcasting, her fans had contacted the authorities 
and informed them accordingly. The authorities made their way to the commune and were largely 
met with hostility. A search order was obtained and later a warrant for the arrest and detention of 
the parties involved in the murder as well as the senior members of the commune. Overnight the 
recently deceased starlet became a media darling, a martyr and a champion of free speech. 

What followed thereafter was a general hardening of the public attitude toward the FF and their 
philosophy. FF members found standing outside of malls and cafes were harassed and accosted. 
There was even one report of an FF member being beaten to death by a group of teenagers outside 
of a sportsground. 

The FF had been thrust into the spotlight, its philosophy, its literature in general became the 
subject of both media and public debate. The debate surrounding the tension between state 
security and freedom of speech reached its all-time high. Their meetings became the subject of 
escalating scrutiny and surveillance worldwide and ultimately their communes were searched at 
more regular intervals. There was even a period where judges across the world became lenient in 
granting officers search warrants and the police would use any excuse to conduct raids on 
commune premises. 

This social harassment did not continue for too long before the FF began to retaliate. They 
formed small terrorist cells operating outside the sphere of technology which made it hard for 
police officers to track them down. They communicated either in person or by notes which were 
later destroyed. Policing had become so dependent upon the technologies ushered in by the 
fourth industrial revolution that they were virtually blind as regards the FF terrorists. 

With every terror attack that took place, the more FF denounced the terrorists as independent 
extremists, but more and more perpetrators arose from the r a nks of ordinary FF recruits. The 
terror attacks became so constant and brutal that they eclipsed that of radical Islamists and even 
exceeding those of the “Tamil Tigers” in quantity. 

By this point, the world was in a frenzy and the United Nations Security Council convened to 
remedy the madness. The UNSC met for four days in Japan before establishing a UN resolution 
calling for a variety of measures, protocols and conventions globally to combat the terror attacks 
of the FF. One thing 4IR technologies failed to do away with were the politicians. A task force 
was formed by the UN based on the model used decades prior to form the Financial Actions 
Task Force. This task force’s objective was to support and evaluate special intelligence wings of 
all member nations to ensure countries were suitably capable of dealing with what was called 
“modem terrorist threats of a retrogressive nature”. Or in other words, the FF. 



Reporting duties became mandatory for all the citizens of signatory nations, sanctions and 
other mechanisms were utilized with non-compliant countries and individuals. In the quantum 
era, the FF were a new religious movement that challenged the norms of the era and their radical 
members became the new terrorists always a step ahead even though they remained a lifetime 
behind. 

It was at that time that Jacob met Ally, lost his cynicism and embraced her ideals. 



CHAPTER 3 

OLLY AND HIS LITTLE BROTHER 


Israel wrapped the makeshift bandage around the gaping wound on my hand as quickly as he 
could, tying the end of it tightly. I yelped in pain again, but not as loudly as when the tissue of 
my hand was sliced. The yelp was still sufficiently loud enough to be alarming all the same. At 
that moment we both heard the rapid, rhythmic drumming of footsteps running toward us. I 
looked deeply into my younger brother’s eyes, his faced was twisted in terror, the panic a new 
tenant on his brow. 

We both knew exactly what the rhythmic drumming meant - Heap Sharks. A lot of them, 
coming in fast. If the Heap Sharks were on the move, we had to move too. 

This was every poacher’s nightmare. In a heap mine, no matter how great of a poacher one 
might be, the Heap Sharks always knew the terrain better. The sharks understood every piece of 
rubble and steel as though they had placed it there themselves and understood every echo, every 
reverberation and whistle of the wind in the heap mine as though it were speaking directly to 
them in a native tongue. 

By way of this echo location, the second I’d yelped, there was no doubt that they’d know 
exactly where we were and were now fast converging on us. 

A poacher could penetrate a heap mine and the security of the sharks by exploiting the 
strengths and limitations of a shark. Most poachers entered heap mines during stormy conditions 
when winds were rough, or rain poured mercilessly battering the open steel, rubble and other 
ruins of the lost civilization found in the heap mi ne. 

Despite all the dehumanizing treatment the sharks had undergone, they were still ultimately 
human, and fallible. A sufficiently violent storm or intensely windy evening often served as 
cover for poachers. Stormy weather brought too many sounds to all be investigated and as such, 
most Heap Sharks would only investigate considerably alarming sounds while ignoring the rest 
to continue with their regular evening rounds. 

A painful yelp was certainly something every shark within the section would investigate. We 
had penetrated this mine on several occasions. Having figured out the underlying pattern of the 
rounds of the sharks, and keeping our noise to an absolute minimum, we just waited for the right 
evenings. Then under the cover of darkness we’d scale the barrier walls of the inner heap mine 
and salvage whatever useful items we could and get out again. Sometimes we would pre-select 
what we wanted and other times we would go in blindly, lift whatever we could and get out. 

No matter what we took, there was always someone who would be willing to buy it. Part of 
the reason the Heap Lords were as wealthy as they were was that with the final collapse of 
civilization, certain artefacts, remnants of that civilization, became exceedingly useful. With the 
Heap Lords owning so much and hording it, they controlled the supply of heap commodities and 
therefore could trade them for whatever they pleased. 

Once we heard from an old drunk on the road that amongst the Heap Lords across the land 
there was a guild through which they not only supported one another but also limited and 
controlled the trade of heap goods to ensure the heap economy remained viable and lucrative for 
all Heap Lords. 

This night was not unlike any other. It was not raining but it was sufficiently windy. We’d 
approached the heap mine which was flanked by what had become known as a border city. Often 
along the outs ki rts of the heap mines, people would begin to camp and offer various services to 
Heap Lords and travelers passing by. 


Border cities were filthy and had a distinctly musty smell. Regardless of which border city 
one went to, they all smelt the same and always seemed to house the same hopeless people. In 
the border cities one could find all sorts of vices and for cheap too. 

There were narcotics, prostitutes, gambling, slaves and a host of other pastimes for those 
who could afford to indulge in them. Most poachers lived far outside of the border cities and 
were nomadic, preferring to trade the spoils of their salvaging far from where they had been 
extracted. This was a preference but also a necessary precaution for most poachers. 

A good poacher approached a heap boundary well in advance but not too long before making 
his move. He mixed with the people of the border city and bought a thing or two, took a few 
drinks here and there, gathered as much information as he could while scouting the heap mine 
and learning the rounds of the sharks, plotting potential exits in case of emergencies. 

Once a poacher had done enough reconnaissance, he would wait for the right evening, when 
the conditions within the heap mine and outside became most favorable. 

A poacher would then make his way to the boundary wall casually before covering his face. 
Covering the face was one of the most important parts of penetrating a heap mine for a poacher. 
Should a poacher’s face be spotted by a shark, that poacher was as good as dead. All sharks were 
trained from very young to reproduce a drawing of any face they might see, even in obscure 
weather conditions or poor lighting. Once a Heap Lord had a picture of a poacher’s face, they 
either put a bounty on the poacher’s head or hired an assassin to pursue the poacher, often both. 

It was of utmost importance for Heap Lords to pursue poachers with the full might of their 
wrath and punish them with as heavy a hand as possible in order to make examples of anyone 
who dared break the rules. Not only did the they own the monopoly on heap goods, but also 
violence. 



CHAPTER 4 

ALLY'S DILEMMA 

Ally was a star on the rise and in the years following the watershed behind which the fourth 
industrial revolution broke, her career had taken astronomical leaps. 

She was a high school biology teacher with a difference. She was opinionated, fierce and 
ethical with a passion that ignited fires in others, and the people who mattered most noticed this. 
In her teaching she never shied away from a topic no matter how conflagratory and in her 
personal life this was even more the case. 

With the introduction of virtual reality into the education system, Ally’s star rose even 
higher. Virtual education required teachers who not only taught but could act as tour guides. This 
was second nature to Ally. Whether she taught photosynthesis or glomerular filtration, her 
thousands of students traversed the virtual world with her without losing interest. This made her 
one of the more popular teachers within the virtual space. 

The traditional method of teaching had all but faded away save for exceptional cases and a 
few countries where virtual education had proved unsuccessful. Consequently, the number of 
teachers had shrunk dramatically, and many had moved to less developed countries in order to 
find gainful employment but those most of those who remained were either unemployed or had 
to change fields completely. 

This situation had become the norm across many occupations with many people either 
finding themselves unemployed or needing to retrain completely. Plumbers, electricians and 
nurses were some of the few professionals not particularly affected by the fourth industrial 
revolution. The same was the case for people working in certain creative fields which required a 
strong sense of empathy in order to execute successfully. 

The labor force was suddenly filled with an imperceptible number of plumbers, electricians 
and other tradesmen. The nature by which one hired a plumber or electrician changed. A 
customer merely had to raise a query with one of the devices in their house which would then be 
broadcast. Plumbers would rush to the customer’s home and whoever arrived first got the job. 

This new system resulted in many plumbers, electricians and others forming gangs who 
would fight one another in order to get to the job first. These plumber gangs would often cause a 
commotion on the streets and became quarrelsome with time and indistinctive from motorbike 
gangs. The number of plumbers and electricians eventually became so large that many would 
take jobs wherever they could find them. This led to many doing odd jobs for the FF communes 
in exchange for whatever goods the FF had available to barter. 

The FF had a lot to barter and would also accept gifts in exchange for whichever services 
they offered. 

As for Jacob, his career had grown relatively stagnant. Classic computers still existed in this 
world and were more suitable for certain classes of problems but were not the core of the current 
era. It was in this niche that Jacob operated and so far, was still able to make money to support 
his family, but by and large Ally was the bread winner in their household. 

That fateful morning, Ally had begun to teach a lesson on photosynthesis, one of her favorite 
topics. Her lesson was watched by thousands of students. 

“Good morning class and welcome to today’s lesson,” she announced loudly, with her 
characteristic enthusiasm, buoyant personality and beaming smile. “Let’s begin.” 

She continued to complete the lesson, describing various plants and crops and how these 
were able to survive and in which environments they had thrived historically. The virtual reality 


glasses used for educational purposes had built-in ‘vital’ monitors and throughout the class, the 
large majority of her students’ vitals suggested that they were focused and a few even suggested 
arousal. 

It was by way of these monitors and a voting system that teachers were graded, and Ally 
consistently found herself in the top ten. 

She moved on to discussing fertilizer. 

“This is made by simply mixing hydrogen and nitrogen. In the past it required a very 
expensive process called the ‘Haber Bosch Process’ in order to be effective but since the 
introduction of quantum computers, agritech companies have found various ways of doing this 
more efficiently.” 

Her question light flickered. One of her students had put forth a question which others had 
also raised independently as their vitals had reacted in a positive way. The virtual glasses were 
able to monitor a host of bio-responses including the dilation of pupils, heart rate, respiratory rate 
and even temperature and blood pressure. 

“If it’s so much easier now, why is food not any more readily available?” The questioner’s 
voice was raspy, with a thick accent and deep tone. It was not the voice of a child. 

Ally had heard about this. Auditors who would sit in on lessons and would try to engage 
teachers on controversial topics. It had never happened to her, but it was no big deal as far as she 
was concerned. The question was obviously political in nature and she wanted to give a fair, 
balanced answer, representative of her views and ethics. 

“You’re right,” she responded. “It has become easier and cheaper to make fertilizer and food 
security should be at its all-time highest. Unfortunately, our ethical growth has not kept up with 
our technological development and we still have a lot to work on.” 

The response was a major hit with her viewers according to their vital stats and Ally thought 
the questioning was over, but the thick accented voice broke in on her lesson again. 

“Do you blame world governments for this?” 

Ally answered once more, being as careful as she could without compromising her ethics. 

She knew teachers being terminated on the spot for answering these interrogations in the wrong 
fashion. 

“The world changed in an instant. We had been heading in one direction for a couple of 
decades and then all at once we arrived at our destination unexpectedly, far sooner than we had 
anticipated. So yes, globally, governance has been playing catchup.” 

Again, she thought that she had done quite well, and the stats suggested this too, but the man 
responded immediately. 

“So, do you agree with the FF regarding the government?” 

This question was the most brazen so far and Ally was startled by its directness. She had no 
doubt that the auditor would notice a spike in her vitals. She remained quiet, trying to gain her 
composure. 

“Are you an FF sympathizer?” 

And Ally knew that a simple “no” would have sufficed but she could not bring herself to be 
inauthentic. 

“I do not sympathize with the FF. There are some intersections between their philosophy and 
mine though.” The students’ vitals began to suggest a drop-in interest, but the man continued 
with his interrogation. 

“What do you mean by that?” 



She breathed in deeply, once again not wanting to be a fraud but also worrying about being 
received in the wrong light. 

“I agree that the technology which ushered in the current era was just as harmful as it was 
beneficial, but that’s more because we’re not mature enough as a species. I do think that it would 
have been better to have held back some of these technologies until we better understood the 
consequences of using them. These technologies legitimately have the potential to create a better 
life for all but look around. All they have done is further entrench inequality and create societies 
of gangster plumbers, cars that drive themselves, fridges that order their own content.... What 
space is there for humanity? For free...” 

Before she could finish her final sentence, her session expired. She was taken aback as she 
was still booked for another. She instructed her computer to log her back in, but she received a 
notification indicating that ‘her account had been suspended pending further investigation’. 

She had overstepped the mark and there was no going back. 

She looked over at her 14-month-old son Oliver who was still sleeping like a log, oblivious to 
the nightmare he had been born into. 

She walked toward the door after hearing quite a ruckus outside and suddenly the door 
opened and a group officers flooded in. 

One or two officers would have been enough to take one woman into custody, but the task 
force always made a show of their power. A dozen agents flooded into the apartment and began 
searching. The right to search the property of a terror suspect was a known power of the task 
force. 

A man, very slight in build, went to where Oily laid sleeping and pulled up the mattress in the 
crib without first bothering to remove the baby. Oily slid from the mattress onto the wooden base 
of the crib, letting out a screeching wail in the process. This was a tactic commonly used by the 
task force. Incite an emotional response from suspects in order to detain them for non- 
compliance. 

The tactic was successful. At seeing her distressed baby, the fierce Ally took off in Oily’s 
direction to comfort him, only to be impeded by an agent. She let out a roar and pushed the 
agent, but he stood firm. 

She drummed on his chest with her hands and kneed him in the testicles, causing him to drop 
to his knees, but before she was able to run toward her precious Oily, a second and third agent 
restrained her, tying her hands behind her back and covering her face with a black sack as they 
had secretly been planning to do all along. 



CHAPTER 6 

ALLY FINDS HER PURPOSE 

In the five years that had passed since Ally’s detention and interrogation, their lives had 
changed completely. Her name had formally been cleared but her stock as an educator had 
decreased dramatically. Her ideas were considered of an unhealthy and dangerous character and 
she was barred from teaching altogether. 

She retrained as a nurse and attempted to find employment in the field but despite countless 
interviews and a great deal of energy, her efforts were in vain. Though there was neither a 
censure, ban nor any formal sanctions imposed on her, it was as if her name had been circulated 
on some secret blacklist. 

The family’s financial situation grew dire too. In that time the scope of classical computing 
had grown even narrower and Jacob was forced to supplement his income by also retraining but 
as a plumber. Initially he never intended to join a plumbing gang, he was determined to merely 
respond to broadcasts as fast as he could and pocket the cash for completing the work. But that 
wasn’t to be. 

The plumbing, electrical and other related gangs operated with a distinct pattern. Within any 
given area, plumbers or electricians were stationed at different points. When a broadcast was 
transmitted, the plumber nearest would proceed to tend to the work and collect the money. If any 
individual plumber or other gang tried to answer the call, they would be countered with brute 
force. The plumbers would then collect all the earnings and place them into a kitty to distribute at 
the end of each week. The portion of the spoils each member received was a function of seniority 
within the gang. Seniority was earned through either long, exceptional service or commitment to 
the gang. This would mean fighting off other parties who dared to venture into the gang’s 
territory and not dying. 

On Jacob’s first evening as a plumber, he tried going out as an individual. A broadcast was 
transmitted not far from where he was situated, and his self-piloting motorcycle was able to get 
him to the location before any other plumbers. After completing the job and receiving the pay, 
before getting back to his motorcycle, he was attacked by a group of men. 

They beat and kicked him so viciously and unceasingly with their bats and their boots that he 
was rushed to hospital sometime after without a cent to be found on him. 

Ally was horrified by his condition and begged him not to continue, but the tears in her eyes 
weren’t enough to dampen his drive to provide for his family. 

As soon as he healed, Jacob joined the very gang which had beaten him within an inch of his 
life. This was their life now. 

Ally, for her part, found herself overcome with such a depression that consumed alm ost 
every drop of her hope. She was no longer employable, nor would she ever be again but every 
time she went for an interview or applied for a job, she could still only but hope. That hope 
brought feelings of pain, rejection and, on occasion, regret. 

To lighten the load on Jacob’s shoulders she undertook the task of teaching Oily so they 
would save on the tuition fees involved in enrolling him into a virtual course. Besides, Ally was 
significantly better than the bulk of teachers in the system. Even so there were still challenges to 
be overcome. Quantum computing had made the enforcement of copyright much more stringent 
and effective and in opting to avoid the costs of virtual education, Ally decided the best way to 
teach Oily would be with actual books. 


For a long while she struggled to find any physical books but then it dawned on her that there 
was one place where there would be books. The FF communes. 

She debated with herself about going there, relentlessly reviewing the pros and cons. One 
thought which held her back was what if someone did want to hire her and they found out? 
Again, hope was her enemy which held her back from doing what was required to live in the 
actual world. 

Of course, if she did ever end up going, she would have to keep it from Jacob. Previously 
when she was abducted by the task force, Jacob had been beside himself looking for her and Oily 
and then trying to re-assemble his family. She could not put him through anything like that again. 

But as the days went on, curiosity captured her mind and she couldn’t stop obsessing over the 
thought until one day she made her way to the nearest commune. With no interest in becoming 
the next Barbara Miller, or whatever the girl’s name was, she left all her technology at home 
which basically meant everything she owned including her watch. Almost everything was 
connected to the internet to both receive and transmit information. She didn’t want a silly slipup 
like this to lead to her demise. 

So, with nothing but the clothes on her back, her subscription car dropped her off about ten 
kilometers away from the commune so she could walk the rest of the way. She approached the 
imposing monastery-like black gates manned by a collective of armed guards who were 
presumably FF members. 

“What do you want?” One of the guards shouted at her as she made her way to the gates. 

Ally felt a lump in her throat and had to summon all of her will to keep from turning on her 
heels and running. 

“B-b-b-books” she managed to stammer. 

The guards raise their weapons and trained them on Ally. She shouted, this time more calmly. 

“I’m not a spy, I’ve come to get books.” 

The guards looked at each other quizzically and then one opened the gate, came out and 
searched Ally before leading her into their home once satisfied that she was not in possession of 
any compromising technology. 

Once inside Ally was led into a large drawing room and offered tea. She politely declined 
and was left sitting for what felt to her like an entire summer. Then a little man in a wheelchair 
was wheeled into the room. He was old with wispy white hair and sunken, sallow cheeks. Ally 
wondered why Methuselah had been wheeled in before her. 

He sat, studying her intensely for several uncomfortable minutes and she noticed that his eyes 
were rather lively and seemingly intelligent. 

Suddenly he announced loudly, “Welcome to our home.” 

She was startled. The old man continued. 

“We can never be too careful. Now why on earth would a sane person want books?” 

Ally begin to relax. “I’m a teacher and I need them to teach my son.” 

The Methuselah eyed her curiously. “Are these not available to you on your quantum 
internet?” 

She was taken aback by his knowledge of the mode of communication utilized outside of the 
commune and he noted her surprise. 

“We’re not hermits you know, we just don’t want to be bullied.” 

She sighed and a sad look flashed across her face for a moment but not so brief that the 
Methuselah did not pick it up. 



“You cannot have our books. It’s taken us years to collect them and we can’t just let them 
go.” 

Her enthusiasm seeped from her body. Defeated she stood up, ready to leave. 

“Thank you for seeing me and I’m sorry for wasting your time.” 

The Methuselah seemed puzzled. “But who said that you had wasted our time?” 

Ally was perplexed by the old man’s response and before she could say anything, he 
continued. 

“Come. Bring your boy, use our books. Teach our children, and yours. We cannot give you 
money, credits or cryptocurrency but if you need anything for your home and we have it, you are 
most welcome to it.” 



CHAPTER 7 

A CLOSE SHAVE 

There was no question whether we were still going to try and salvage the sheet of corrugated 
metal. The Heap Sharks would soon be upon us, perhaps twenty more seconds and it would be 
too late for us to get away. 

My hand was bandaged tightly but it was my right hand and my launching arm that bore the 
wound. 

We both made a dash toward the wall. On reaching it, Israel began swinging the rope in a 
circular motion, the way a cowboy might have swung a lasso. Once he felt that he had generated 
enough momentum, he attempted to throw it high into the air. It hardly reached the top of the 
wall. He tried a second time but from the comer of his right eye noticed that a Heap Shark could 
be seen emerging and beginning to charge at us. 

Israel’s second attempt at launching the rope was even weaker than the first. I grabbed the 
rope with my uninjured left hand and, with one desperate swing of my weaker arm, threw it up 
mightily. 

The rope flew high into the air, latching onto the wall. I gestured for my brother to climb and 
without hesitation the small boy scaled the wall and was on top of it within seconds. He turned to 
indicate a Shark only a few seconds away. Another two emerged and were only a few yards 
away. With my good hand cut, I would probably climb the wall half as fast if by some luck I was 
able to get away from the Shark bearing down upon us. 

The Shark, now not even a meter away, lunged at me but I managed to step out of the way 
and yank the rope-hook free from the top of the wall. The Shark lunged again, but I was a step 
ahead of hi m once more and was able to avoid him a second time, but the hook of the rope came 
crashing down on my head with an unimaginable force. 

I wobbled on my feet, like a boxer about to hit the deck, and blackness engulfed me 
momentarily, but somehow, I was able to regain my senses. My head with a hundred pounding 
hammers, but I picked the hook off the ground with my weak hand and raised it up like a 
weapon. 

The two other Sharks arrived and were bearing down upon me too. With my back to the wall 
and the three Sharks forming a semi-circle in front of me and more beginning to arrive, I did the 
only thing left to do. I launched the hook up high so that it was within reaching distance for my 
brother to catch it and hook it onto the wall. 

While the Sharks had been preoccupied with me, my younger brother had been preparing 
Plan B. He lit the first of three Molotov cocktails and dropped it down so that it landed in the 
half yard between me and the Sharks, creating a flaming barrier between us. 

He dropped another for good measure, and it struck one of the Sharks whose clothing caught 
alight. This Shark panicked and instinctively grabbed hold of the Shark nearest to him. Israel 
might have lacked strength but not accuracy. The human side of the Sharks emerged as they all 
began to panic in the face of a blazing fire. 

I needed no invitation to begin climbing the wall and, even at a significantly reduced pace, 
and with blackness again threatening to engulf me, I was able to make it to the top without 
incident. Israel let me abseil down from the wall first before following suit. One Molotov 
cocktail remained, and we decided to use it to create a distraction in the border city. But first we 
had to blend in again. We discarded our poaching paraphernalia and gear, keeping only our pants 


and shoes while removing the thick black jackets we had been wearing, revealing the skimpy, 
ripped t-shirts beneath. 

I took the last Molotov cocktail and lit it, before flinging it at one of the more popular 
drinking spots in the border town. This drew a lot of attention as the venue was more populated 
than many of the other spots around. We quickly fled the boundary wall in a practiced casual 
manner, but my heart felt as though it would come up out of my mouth at any moment. 

We reached the place where we had been staying and entered our room, trying to ensure that 
nobody saw us. Once inside, we packed enough of our stuff to make it appear as though we were 
leaving but left enough unpacked to make it seem as though we would be back one more time 
before leaving. Whether the Sharks and Heap Lords came after us now or later was irrelevant, 
eventually someone would tie us to this room. 

We dressed again, Israel putting on a hoody that had belonged to me when I was younger, 
and I slipped on a camo jacket. I dressed my wound again as best as I could, the way our mother 
had taught me, and then we fled the border town under the thick blanket of smoke and chaos we 
had created. 

We walked until dawn and then rested for the day. A blessed relief as my head felt ready to 
split wide open. We moved again in darkness, always wary, Israel now having to support me as 
the pain fought to take me down. 

A pale, yellow light crept from behind, growing the illumination around us as an old camping 
van carrying a family emerged as if from heaven. Parents, two daughters and a dog. Our 
rescuers. 



CHAPTER 8 

THE COMING OF THE SECOND SON 


Ally had recently discovered that she was pregnant again and had told Jacob. He was 
mortified. He was happy for Ally, for the both of them but he had no idea how they would 
manage to feed another mouth. Truth be told, he had no idea how they had managed thus far. 

Ally was positively glowing as she had been for a few months now. He was happy to see her 
laugh again and now thought he knew why. 

A baby. Our son. 

But in reality the source of Ally’s happiness was far more complex but yet much simpler. She 
had been teaching the children of the commune every day for the past couple of months, except 
weekends. Naturally, Jacob still knew nothing of this, always being out with the plumbing gang, 
fighting over scraps like football hooligans. 

It was more than the teaching that brought her joy. At the commune people were less 
stressed, happy, natural. Living tasks took more labor than in the world she retired to every night 
but the living itself was more rewarding. Life was degrading outside of the co mm une. 

She had come to learn that the leader of the commune, the man she had dubbed Methuselah 
was one of the founding fathers of the FF named Bryan. 

Bryan had been a successful psychologist and motivational speaker a lifetime ago who 
intuited the spiritual consequences of the fourth industrial revolution and sought to remedy this 
by creating a haven and an example for the rest of humanity. 

Initially he had found it hard to persuade people to believe in his concept. Earlier on he was 
even accused of megalomania and Fourierism. The movement, however, did attract some 
attention when some libertarians, concerned about their security and freedom, found refuge in his 
writings and began to assist him in his ambitions. 

It was this combination of spiritual idealist and right-wing conservatism which gave the 
Friends of Freedom its split personality. 

Ally’s favorite part of each day was when she got the opportunity to speak to the Methuselah 
by herself. He was wise and penetrating in his insight about human nature and she soon became 
bewitched by the sway of his charisma. One person she couldn’t stand though was Bryan’s 
second in command. Adam. 

He was brutish, cruel and about as right wing as it got. She could not understand how Bryan 
could take an oaf like Adam as his second in charge. She had asked him once and Bryan had said 
“He’s loyal and he has a role to play in what’s coming. We all do, but he will never be more than 
a second in command, even after I go. There must always be a purer heart at the helm.” 

This routine continued for a month or two and then on a day no different to any other Bryan 
revealed to her what they had been planning, what they had been planning for years. 

Adam though was secretly jealous of the time that Bryan had been spending with Ally and 
rumors began circulating that she would replace Bryan as their leader one day. After hearing that 
plan straight from the Methuselah’s mouth, Ally knew she could not postpone telling Jacob. 

Bryan permitted this on condition that Jacob was brought to him during the big reveal. Ally 
had only intended telling Jacob of her employ with the FF after the arrival of their second son, 
but there was no time left for that. 

“There’s something I’ve been keeping from you” she said. Jacob looked at her surprised at 
this admission for there was something he had been keeping from her too. 

“Promise that you won’t be mad” she continued. 


Jacob merely continued to stare at her, waiting. 

She then explained it all to him. Where she had been going, why she’d gone, why she stayed 
and how at peace she had felt at the commune while Jacob remained patiently silent the whole 
time, waiting for her to finish. 

Normally he would have been angry at her for keeping something this significant from him, 
but instead he merely began to sob a heartbroken cry before revealing his secret to Ally. 

“About a month ago I began feeling confused and dizzy. I found it difficult to do any work. I 
was always short of breath and I would often find myself coughing up blood. I passed out on a 
j..job...” He began to weep again, and Ally began to weep with him. 

She embraced him, placing his head against her pregnant belly. 

“I passed out and was taken to that same hospital again. They say I’m terminal. They say I 
won’t make it six more months without a quantum cure. They...” 

The two wept together, standing and embracing one another long into the evening. Yes, there 
were treatments which could greatly extend the life and quality of cancer patients, treatments a 
lot more effective than chemotherapy, but like everything else in the quantum era, it was beyond 
their budget and they knew this without even bothering to investigate. 

The next day they packed the things they could not bear to part with and made their way to 
the FF commune where Jacob had intended to spend his last days and hopefully meet his second 
son. 

On arriving at the compound, he was met by Bryan who was being wheeled by Adam. It had 
been a very long time since Jacob had seen a wheelchair or for that matter any vehicle which did 
not wheel itself. The four of them went to the very drawing room where Ally and the Methuselah 
first met. Oily was ushered by one of the women to play with one of his friends. 

On Jacob’s arrival, Bryan remarked that “I am a bit surprised to see that you’ve come with 
your wife here so soon. I expected the birth of your second son to be what drew you here.” 

Jacob looked down. “I’m dying. I have about six months to live.” 

“We’re all dying Jacob, but lucky are those who know it and make the most of what time 
they have left.” This didn’t comfort Jacob. 

Adam now addressed Jacob.“How much has she told you?” 

“Nothing. Yet.” Ally replied. 

Jacob was confused and muttered under his breath. Great. More secrets. 

The Methuselah spoke up again. “I instructed Ally not to tell you of our plan and I myself 
might not have volunteered anything today. But time is of the essence for us all so I will let you 
know our plan and whether you agree or disagree with it, you will not be allowed to leave these 
premises. Do you agree to this condition Jacob?” 

Jacob looked at Ally. “I’ve come here to die. That’s the only way I’m leaving, Ally.” 

She took his hand in hers and began to tear up again. 

“You’ve come to die but might find that it’s the first time you really live Jacob,” Bryan said. 

The Methuselah continued to explain their liberation plan to Jacob. After hearing the details 
of the plan, Jacob felt sick in his guts. 

“You can’t do that! You can’t let that out on the world, it’ll be a God-damned apocalypse.” 

To which Ally responded calmly, without making any eye contact with Jacob, “This is an 
apocalypse Jacob. We are living in an apocalypse now.” 

Jacob pulled his hand free of hers. “You can’t control that sort of thing or what people will 
resort to under those circumstances. The savagery which might ensue after if just one of your 
assumptions is incorrect is unimaginable.” 



To this the Methuselah responded quoting Nietzsche. 

“Only as creators can we destroy.” 

Jacob scoffed and rolled his eyes. “When fighting monsters don’t become one.” 

Adam interjected. “I knew he couldn’t take it. I’ll lock him up.” 

“There are no prisoners here,” the Methuselah responded. “But unfortunately, you will not be 
allowed to leave alive, Jacob.” 

Ally began to weep. Jacob looked at them all with disgust and stood up quickly before sitting 
down again. 

“And what will you do with the quantum computers and the internet of things. What will stop 
survivors or AI for that matter from reconstituting the quantum world?” 

“We’ll take them apart manually,” Adam replied. “And throw them into the ocean or stack 
them up into heaps for people to see that mankind conquered what once tried to conquer 
mankind.” 

Jacob had had enough. He stood up and began to walk toward the main entry of the building. 
Ally pulled at him, screaming hysterically, trying to do what she could to stop him. He could not 
bring himself to look at her but grabbed her briefly and hugged her tightly one last time before 
planting a kiss on her forehead. 

Others came to watch the spectacle unfolding, including Oily. 

Jacob stopped not too far from the door and bent down and beckoned Oily to come toward 
him. He kissed his son before telling him, “No matter how bad things become, always look after 
your brother and mother.” 

Oily began to weep, not fully understanding what was happening but promised his father he 
would do his best. Jacob found himself blinking back tears too. Jacob then passed through the 
door and began walking down the stone driveway toward the big black gates. 

Ally had fallen to her knees, clutching her bulging belly, and was sobbing on the paving of 
the driveway upon which Jacob walked. Jacob turned around one last time and yelled out for all 
to hear, “I won’t let you do it! I will not let you do it!” 

Bryan looked at Adam and the order were given to one of the guards. There was a loud bang 
and Jacob dropped to the floor. 

Ally let out a shrill wail and continued to sob quietly. Bryan then addressed everyone loudly. 

“He kept his word and we kept ours. He would not part from his family but through death. He 
came to die, only to live for the first time. Jacob has wrestled his Angel and, in his honor, shall 
be remembered as a hero amongst us.” 

Oily stood petrified. Loud explosions always disturbed him from that day onwards. 



CHAPTER 9 

FINALE 


We have been driving in the camper for a few hours, with each member of the family asking 
us a barrage of questions. 

“How old are you boys and what are you doing out on these roads all alone?” asks the 
mother. 

“I’m seventeen, and he is ten years old.” 

The mother asks again, “What are you boys doing all alone? Where are your parents?” 

“Our father died shortly before he was bom” I gesture with my eyes toward my little brother. 
“And our mother died during child labor with him.” 

“Oh, you poor dears,” she responds. 

I wonder where this woman has come from. The father then asks, “What are your names 
boys?” 

“I’m Oily, and he’s Israel.” 

The mother moves to where I’m sitting and she starts straddling me provocatively while her 
daughters merely look on disdainfully. 

One of the girls starts to pray, and the other girl says eerily “It’s because we left God. It’s all 
because we left God”. 

I look up at the mother’s face and it suddenly morphs into my late mother’s. My head is now 
burning like a volcano as I look to her husband in the rear-view mirror but see my own father’s 
face, covered in blood. 

The girl continues to pray, her words getting louder and more insistent. 

The wife, my mother, begins to grind her body against mine and I close my eyes against the 
confusion of this horror and the throbbing in my head. I feel her hand reach down and cup my 
genitals and then a searing pain roars between my legs. 

I begin to scream in primal fear and I force my eyes open. 

I’m bound to a board, set upright and surrounded by dozens of Heap Sharks and a Heap Lord. 

The Heap Lord leers at me. “You’re far too old to become a Heap Shark but now that we 
have your balls you’ll make an excellent concubine.” 

“As for your little friend who escaped, have no doubt, we’ll have his balls too.” 
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